The study of women in Manichaeism is still in its infancy. The present article aims to contribute to this promising field of research by concentrating on the writings of the former Manichaean Augustine . A considerable number of data emerge from his works, which elucidate the presence and role of Manichaean women in Roman North Africa. It turns out that, at quite different stages of his life, Augustine came into contact with female Manichaeans and described their significance very differently.
Introduction
The past years saw the publication of the first studies on women in provided by what is conceivably the most rewarding source, namely the writings of Augustine.2 Being both a former Manichaean and a most prolific writer, one may suppose that Augustine could provide many details which may help to enrich this still pristine field of study. Indeed, on close inspection of his oeuvre, a considerable number of interesting data on Manichaean women has surfaced. The present study sets forth an overview of these mostly unexplored data, providing a detailed discussion against the background of information on certain persons that could be detected. As far as possible, I present all persons and their data in chronological order. At the end of the paper, I formulate some preliminary conclusions and suggest some areas for further investigation.
Mother of unknown bishop, ca. 325, Roman Africa (source: conf. 3,21)
The first person to be listed is the mother of the bishop to whom Monnica once communicated her sorrows about her son. She is mentioned at the end of conf. 3.3 Somewhere in Roman Africa, in all probability either in Carthage or frühen Manichäismus has up to now been unavailable to me. Apart from these more or less specific studies, there are scattered remarks on Manichaean women in general works and other studies on Manichaeism; when relevant to the present scope, they will be mentioned in due course. 2 Despite its broad title, the recently published paper of N.J. Baker-Brian, 'Women in Augustine's Anti-Manichaean Writings: Rumour, Rhetoric, and Ritual' , sp 70, Leuven 2013, 499-520, mainly has another focus (sc. the role of rumour) and, unfortunately, is marred by several misreadings of the Latin text (those relevant in this context will be discussed below in libris tuis. quem cum illa femina rogasset, ut dignaretur mecum conloqui, et refellere errores meos, et dedocere me mala ac docere bona-faciebat enim hoc, quos forte idoneos invenisset-noluit ille prudenter sane, quantum sensi postea. respondit enim me adhuc esse indocilem, et quod inflatus essem novitate haeresis illius, et nonnullis quaestiunculis iam multos inperitos exagitassem, sicut illa indicaverat ei. sed inquit sine illum ibi. tantum roga pro eo dominum: ipse legendo reperiet, quis ille sit error et quanta inpietas. Simul etiam narravit, se quoque parvulum a seducta matre sua datum fuisse Manichaeis, et omnes paene non legisse tantum verum etiam scriptitasse libros eorum, sibique adparuisse nullo contra disputante et convincente, quam esset illa secta fugienda: itaque fugisse. quae cum ille dixisset, atque illa nollet adquiescere, sed instaret magis deprecando et ubertim flendo, ut me videret et mecum dissereret, ille iam substomachans: vade inquit a me; ita vivas, fieri non potest, ut filius istarum lacrimarum pereat. quod illa ita se accepisse inter conloquia sua mecum saepe recordabatur, ac si de caelo sonuisset' . discussed here, because she adhered to the ( for a long time ardently proselytizing) Manichaean Augustine. Perhaps full consideration of this fact may yield some unexpected evidence. What can we say about her? Our key sources are restricted to two passages in Augustine's Confessions. In conf. 4,2, he tells us: 'In those years I had someone, not in what is called lawful marriage. I had found her in my wandering desire and lack of prudence. Nevertheless, she was the only one, and I was faithful to her in whom I found out truly by my own experience what difference there is between the restraints of the marriage bonds, contracted for the sake of issue, and the compact of a lustful love, where children are born against one's will, although, once they are born, they compel love' .15
First it should be noted that Augustine begins the passage with 'in illis annis' , which is an explicit reference to his years as a Manichaean.16 All he tells here should be heard in this context. Speculation that he may have met the woman when he was seventeen, during the year of indolence that he spent in his hometown Thagaste,17 is a figment of imagination.18 According to any logical sequence of Augustine's account he must have met the young woman in Carthage, the city where he studied from the end of 370 or early 371 onwards and where, according to the beginning of conf. 3, he first lived in some state of unbridled sex19 before his liaison. In all likelihood, the woman involved soon became the mother of Adeodatus, i.e., in late 372 or early 373.20 In the latter year, Augustine became a Manichaean auditor, a rank which allowed him to have a concubine, with the proviso that no children would be born out of their sexual relationship. In view of the fact that contraceptive measures were well known in Manichaean circles,21 it is telling that this son remained the only one. But, was this carried out without the concubine's consent, or may we infer that she adhered to the Manichaean principles as well?
Based on the common English translations of the phrase 'ubi proles etiam contra votum nascitur, quamvis iam nata cogat se diligi' at the end of conf. 4,2 as 'where children are born against their parents' will, although, being born, they compel love' ,22 one might conclude that both parents adhered to the Manichaean contraceptive measures and, thus, that Augustine's concubine had become a Manichaean as well. This reasoning, however, does not have a basis in the Latin text: it is only said that 'children are born against one's will' . Another assumption, namely that 'votum' in the same passage refers to the Manichaean 'seal of the bosom' ,23 does not provide much help: in mor. 2,65 Augustine comments on the contents of the signaculum sinus, which in the case of the auditores consisted of the admonishment 'to us to observe, as much as we can, the time at which a woman is ready for conception after her menstrual period and to abstain from intercourse at that time so that the soul does not become entangled in flesh' .24 Unfortunately (though understandably for Augustine's age) there is no mention of any active role of the female partner. In c. Faust. 20,23, we read in a passage closely parallel to the phrase quoted above from conf. 4,2: 'your auditores have wives, and in spite of themselves (quamuis inuiti) receive children' . It might be that some notion of the signaculum sinus is at the background here, but nowhere in the context is this explicitly stated. The usual prima facie understanding of contra votum as 'against one's will' seems to be most plausible one. All this does not imply, however, that the role of Augustine's concubine should remain completely in the dark. From his book on the Manichaean way of life we get some telling glimpses of Manichaean women. Not only an electa, but also female auditors and, what is more important, a woman of an auditor play some part in it. Defaming the ethics of his former co-believers, Augustine relates rumours that 'some (Elect) were proven to have seduced other men's wives' .25 He also tells that a woman (mulier) of the sect complained to him and his friends that she, in an assembly where also other women ( feminae) were present, after the Elect had entered and one of them had put out the light, 'was seized in the dark in the embrace of one of them and would have been forcibly violated if she had not escaped by shouting' .26 The story proves that, in any case, one (married or otherwise conjugated) woman (mulier) took part in that assembly 'on the night when you celebrated the feast of vigils' .27 Perhaps she was the partner of some auditor. In another story told by Augustine it is explicitly stated that 'a man (obviously an electus) had violently attacked the nine full years (nouem annis totos) that he was a Manichaean auditor, he was told much gossip on the Elect's behaviour: many of them did drink wine and eat flesh, and many visited the public baths. He explicitly states: 'Sed haec audiabamus'. He goes on to speak of the rumours that some Elect were proved (approbati) to have seduced other men's wives. He then adds: 'But, also this may be a rumour ( fama) rather than a fact (uerum)' . Next, he rather extensively speaks of an Elect's misbehaviour which he himself saw in Carthage. Baker-Brian makes this specific and carefully formulated concession of A. ('also this may be rather fama than uerum') into a (near-)general rule ('Augustine openly declares that much of what he has to say about Manichaean morals (specifically the conduct of the Elect), "is more rumour ( fama) than truth"' , 'Women' , 503) and he deduces all too much from the quote in order to prove that, in essence, A. relied on rumour in his rhetorical denunciation of the Manichaeans. The same generalisation in Baker-Brian, 'Between Testimony and Rumour' (n. 2), where (47) he even omits the contextualizing 'et haec' from the quote. 26 Mor. 2,70: 'in tenebris appetita esset amplexu et coacta in flagitium, nisi subsidio clamoris euasisset' . 27 Ibidem: 'ea nocte qua festae apud uos uigiliae celebrantur' . wife of a certain auditor' .28 Evidently women of auditores did play a role in the Manichaean ecclesia.29 It is only reasonable to assume that they adhered to the Manichaean principles required. In the case of Augustine's concubine we may suppose that, at least for some time, she gave her consent to the Manichaean principles of her partner as well.
The second text in which Augustine explicitly mentions his concubine is conf. 6,25: 'Meanwhile my sins multiplied, and the woman with whom I habitually slept was ripped from my side because she was regarded as an impediment to my marriage. My heart, deeply attached to her, was cut and wounded and left a trail of blood. She had returned to Africa, vowing to you that she would never be intimate with another man. The son I had fathered by her was left with me' .30 The fact that the woman vowed to God (vovens tibi) is sometimes taken as a proof of her being a (Catholic) Christian.31 One may doubt32 this reasoning, however, or at the most concur with it only as far as the described episode is in view. Her decision to celibacy was taken at the time when her partner was an ex-Manichaean and on the verge of becoming a Nicene Catholic Christian subscribing to strict celibacy as well. . This pars infirmitatis may refer to 'frater' Romanianus' impure sexual manners. Divjak, 'Epistulae' , al 393 and 1028 dates the letter to 395/396. 37 Ep. 259,3: 'Qui cum esses, non dicam catechumenus, sed in errore nobiscum perniciosissimo constitutus iuvenis, iunioribus nobis, ab hoc te vitio temperantissima voluntate correxeras, quo non post longum tempus sordidius revolutus, deinde in extremo vitae periculo baptizatus . . .' . 38 Ep. 259,3: 'Plebs mulierum excubat lateribus tuis, crescit in dies pellicum numerus . . . '; cf.
Cypriana,
4: 'amorem concubinarum tuarum' . 39 Ep. 259,1: 'Et illa quidem anima in societatem recepta fidelium atque castarum'; 3: 'laudes defunctae castae coniugis'; 4: 'laudem pudicissimae coniugis tuae'; 'quanto magis te casta non vult ad poenas venire moechorum' . 40 She was the mother of Romanianus' son Licentius. Perhaps he had as a brother Lucinianus (cf. pac s.v. Lvcinianvs, 651). In all likelihood, these young men participating in the Cassiciacum dialogues were born before 373/4, i.e. before the time Romanianus became an adherent of Mani. In this circumstance [i.e., in light of the so-called 'Seduction of the Archons' myth of the Manichaeans briefly discussed in § 8], or rather because of some demand of their detestable superstition, their Elect are forced to consume a sort of eucharist sprinkled with human seed in order that the divine substance may be freed even from that, just as it is from other foods of which they partake. However, they deny that they do this, claiming that some others do it, using the name of the Manichaeans. But they were exposed in the Church at Carthage, as you know, for you were a deacon there at the time when, under the prosecution of Ursus the tribune, who was then prefect of the palace, some of them were brought to trial. At this time a girl by the name of Margaret gave evidence of their obscene practices and claimed, though she was not yet twelve years old, that she had been violated in the performance of this criminal rite. Then with difficulty he compelled Eusebia, some kind of Manichaean nun, to admit that she had undergone the same treatment in this regard, though at first, she maintained that she was a virgin and insisted on being examined by a midwife. When she was examined and when her true condition was discovered, she likewise gave information on that whole loathsome business at which flour is sprinkled beneath a couple in sexual intercourse to receive and commingle with their seed. This she had not heard when Margaret gave her testimony, for she had not been present. During their interrogation by the ecclesiastical authorities-among whom Augustine was present46-a certain girl named Margarita gave evidence of their obscene practices and claimed that she had been violated (uitiatam) in the performance of some criminal rite. Augustine relates that the rite consisted of some sort of 'semen eucharist': Elect consumed 'a sort of eucharist sprinkled with human seed so that the divine substance may be freed' . In order to prepare this eucharistia, there was a sexual act between men and women while some flour was spread 'under a couple in sexual intercourse to receive and commingle with their seed' . A certain woman Eusebia was forced to admit the same act. To Augustine, all this is in actual fact no surprise, because-as he states in the following paragraph-the Manichaean books describe 'these dreadful things relating to the transformation of males into females, and of females into males to attract and to loosen through concupiscence the princes of darkness of both sexes so that the divine substance which is imprisoned in them may be set free and escape' .47 In other words, their 'obscene practices' are inspired by the well-known scene of the 'Seduction of the Archons' in the Manichaean myth.
Eusebia, Manichaean electa and
What exactly does the story tell about the Manichaean women involved? First there is Margarita. Curiously, she is said to be a young girl (puella) of 'not yet twelve years old' (annorum nondum duodecim) and, at the same time-if we may trust the explicit testimony of Possidius48-an electa. This would then mean that even a youngster of less than twelve years could belong to the class of Elect. Should we stick to the literal statement of Possidius, or lay stress on the fact that Augustine does not explicitly say so?49 Evidently the young girl Margarita did not know of all Manichaean rites performed, for she claimed that she had been 'violated' (vitiata). In all likelihood she was some oblate entrusted to electae in order to be prepared for her own status as electa. 50 The second woman is Eusebia. She is termed, by Augustine, as being 'some kind of Manichaean nun' (quandam manichaeam quasi sanctimonialem). Quasi ('as it were') seems to express some irony on the part of Augustine, for, in actual fact, after being examined by a midwife, she turned out to be no virgin.
Moreover, she appears to have been well informed of the Manichaean rites and approved of them. For Augustine the whole event is ultimate proof of a most horrible deed51 he had for many years suspected to be Manichaean practice.52 48 All this gives evidence of the presence of Manichaeism in Augustine's life and works, and of the role that Manichaean women played in it. However, to conclude from the texts discussed above that Augustine was 'very likely taking advantage of the long-standing assumption that "the very visibility of women in such accounts [cf. mor. 2,41 and 66; haer. 46] is used as evidence of a crime" '58 seems to stretch the textual evidence. Indeed, women are markedly present in certain stories and invectives, but on close reading of the texts the same appears to be the case for Manichaean men (see the male Elect in the discussed passages of mor. and haer.!).
Future studies of the place and role of the women married to Manichaean auditores may make our picture of Manichaean women in Augustine's time and world more profound. The same may a fortiori go for further analyses of the place and role of the Manichaean female auditors themselves: their quantity and significance may be comparable to the successful activity of women in early Christianity which, in its initial stages, was an underground, counter-cultural sect as well.59 Future studies are also required on the place and role of Manichaean women in the production of manuscripts and, for instance, church music. What exactly can we say of the Manichaean books (and their illustrations!) and the female participation in their production in Roman Africa?60 What of women's role in Manichaean church music (which impressed Augustine so much)?61 Whatever the answers to all these intriguing questions, from the data traced and discussed above it has become evident that the presence of Manichaean women in Augustine's life and works was considerable.
